
California High-Speed Train Final Program EIR/EIS Response to Comments 

 

 
CALIFORNIA HIGH SPEED RAIL AUTHORITY 

 
 

U.S. Department 
of Transportation 
Federal Railroad 
Administration 

Page 5-233

 

Comment Letter O047 



California High-Speed Train Final Program EIR/EIS Response to Comments 

 

 
CALIFORNIA HIGH SPEED RAIL AUTHORITY 

 
 

U.S. Department 
of Transportation 
Federal Railroad 
Administration 

Page 5-234

 

Comment Letter O047 Continued 



California High-Speed Train Final Program EIR/EIS Response to Comments 

 

 
CALIFORNIA HIGH SPEED RAIL AUTHORITY 

 
 

U.S. Department 
of Transportation 
Federal Railroad 
Administration 

Page 5-235

 

Comment Letter O047 Continued 



California High-Speed Train Final Program EIR/EIS Response to Comments 

 

 
CALIFORNIA HIGH SPEED RAIL AUTHORITY 

 
 

U.S. Department 
of Transportation 
Federal Railroad 
Administration 

Page 5-236

 

Comment Letter O047 Continued 



California High-Speed Train Final Program EIR/EIS Response to Comments 

 

 
CALIFORNIA HIGH SPEED RAIL AUTHORITY 

 
 

U.S. Department 
of Transportation 
Federal Railroad 
Administration 

Page 5-237

 

Comment Letter O047 Continued 



California High-Speed Train Final Program EIR/EIS Response to Comments 

 

 
CALIFORNIA HIGH SPEED RAIL AUTHORITY 

 
 

U.S. Department 
of Transportation 
Federal Railroad 
Administration 

Page 5-238

 

Comment Letter O047 Continued 

 



California High-Speed Train Final Program EIR/EIS Response to Comments 

 

 
CALIFORNIA HIGH SPEED RAIL AUTHORITY 

 
 

U.S. Department 
of Transportation 
Federal Railroad 
Administration 

Page 5-239

 

Comment Letter O047 Continued 

 



California High-Speed Train Final Program EIR/EIS Response to Comments 

 

 
CALIFORNIA HIGH SPEED RAIL AUTHORITY 

 
 

U.S. Department 
of Transportation 
Federal Railroad 
Administration 

Page 5-240

 

Response to Comments of Edward Thompson Jr., California Director, American Farmland Trust, August 31, 2004  
(Letter O047) 

O047-1 
The co-lead agencies agree with the commenter that Central Valley 
population is poised for substantial future growth with or without 
HST service.  We also agree that a substantial portion of this growth 
is driven by the disparity in housing prices between Coastal 
California and the Central Valley, and that large numbers of Central 
Valley residents currently commute to jobs in the Bay Area and 
Southern California and will continue to do so in the future (although 
these numbers are not large when compared to the number of 
passengers that could be served by the proposed HST system).   

We disagree, however, on the effect that HST service is likely to 
have on this phenomenon, and with the commenter’s assertions that 
HST service will make a daily commute “much easier”, that the 
growth inducement potential of HST was under predicted, or that 
the methodology and conclusions included in the Draft Program 
EIR/EIS were not clearly documented.  The growth inducement 
analysis estimated the likely population shifts due to the accessibility 
benefits conferred by each system alternative, considering issues 
such as differential housing costs and the door-to-door time/cost for 
using each system alternative to commute from the Central Valley to 
either Southern California or the San Francisco Bay Area.   

Section 5 of the Draft Program EIR/EIS and the technical report cited 
by the commenter both provide substantial detail on the background 
data, assumptions, and analytical methods and models that were 
used in the analysis.  In particular, Section 5.3.1 of the Draft 
Program EIR/EIS identifies that the population and employment 
conclusions were reached through an integrated process that used 
population forecasts from the Department of Finance, employment 
forecasts from Caltrans and Woods and Poole, the Authority’s 
intercity travel demand model, the REMI economic impact model, 
and an additional business attraction model.  Page 5-6 of the Draft 
Program EIR/EIS indicates that the integrated process fully assesses 

the potential “shift in residential population between counties (with 
fixed employment location) due to changed accessibility because of 
the Modal or HST Alternative (i.e. long-distance commuting)”.  The 
data collection assumptions and analyses contained in the Program 
EIR/EIS are adequate and appropriate for this program-level review.   

The commenter’s suggestion or expectation that HST service would 
bring “virtually the entire San Joaquin Valley with easy commuting 
distance of the Bay Area and much of Southern California” is 
factually incorrect.  The commenter states that it would be possible 
for people to travel from Fresno to Los Angeles “in about an hour”, 
but a citation for this travel time estimate is not provided.  The 
Authority’s Business Plan indicates that an express travel time 
between Fresno and Los Angeles Union Station would be at least 95 
minutes1.  Furthermore, this travel time value is strictly an “in-
vehicle” time; it does not include the substantial time needed to 
access an HST station from home, park a car and walk to the 
station, buy a ticket, walk through the stations at the origin and 
destination ends, wait for a train, and travel from an HST station to 
the final destination.  Indeed, the Authority’s travel model used for 
this analysis showed that this “out-of-vehicle” travel time would be 
an additional 95 minutes, on average, for a trip from Fresno County 
to Los Angeles County; similar out-of-vehicle travel times exist for 
other travel markets.  Therefore, the true door-to-door travel time 
between Fresno and Los Angeles is over 3 hours, which is 
substantially higher than the one hour claimed by the commenter.   

Quite clearly, egress from an HST station to an actual employment 
location will be a major impediment (but not necessarily the only 
one) for use of HST as a daily commute option by large numbers of 
workers.  The HST system will have a very limited number of 
stations in the Bay Area and Southern California, requiring that users 

                                                 
1 Building a High-Speed Train System for California – Final Business Plan; 
June 2000; Page 59. 
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transfer to another transit mode to access any employment site that 
is beyond walking distance from one of the HST stations.  An 
analysis prepared for the I-580 BART to Livermore Study2 showed 
that only 30% of job destinations in the Bay Area for Altamont Pass 
commuters would be accessible via BART and local transit (only 4% 
are within walking distance of a BART station).   

In terms of travel costs, some households located in close proximity 
of an HST station might be able to use HST as an alternative to 
owning a second (or third) car if an HST station is located in close 
proximity to their job.  For many households, however, a second (or 
third) car is still needed for access/egress at the origin end.  Once a 
vehicle is owned, its major expenses (i.e., initial cost and 
depreciation) cannot be significantly reduced by leaving it at an HST 
station rather than driving it all the way to work.  If commuters face 
high parking costs at their destination, then travel costs tilt in favor 
of HST.  However, outside of the handful of urban centers, free and 
abundant parking is common.  Thus commuting on HSR merely adds 
fare costs to household expenses rather than substitute for the cost 
of owning a second (or third) car.    

The analysis results in the Draft Program EIR/EIS accurately reflect 
the role that: a) a limited number of HST stations; b) the limited 
number of jobs that are within walking distance of potential HST 
stations; c) the relatively limited access to job sites via a transfer to 
local transit; and d) the availability of abundant free parking at 
suburban job sites will have on limiting the potential growth in long-
distance commuting for the HST Alternative.  These results are 
further validated by the large growth projections in the Central 
Valley for the No-Project and Modal Alternatives.  Taken together, 
the results accurately portray the reality that long-distance 
commuting is currently occurring out of the Central Valley and will 
accelerate at roughly the same level under any of the system 
alternatives. 

                                                 
2 I-580 Bart to Livermore Study – Final Report; Cambridge Systematics, 
Inc.; July 2002; page 6-8. 
 

We disagree with the commenter’s assertion that the Draft Program 
EIR/EIS claims that the extent of long-distance commuting from the 
Central Valley “would be reversed or mitigated after HST service [is 
initiated]”.  No such conclusion is reached in the Draft Program 
EIR/EIS.  Indeed, the Draft Program EIR/EIS indicates (page 5-14) 
that Merced County will have one of the highest population growth 
rates under the HST Alternative.  This population growth is related to 
a shift in relative accessibility among Central Valley counties that 
happens with the HST Alternative.  Some of the housing growth for 
Bay Area workers that would otherwise occur in San Joaquin or 
Stanislaus Counties under the No Project or Modal Alternatives is 
shifted to Merced County under the HST Alternative.  The reason 
that there is no net growth in addition to the internal shift is that the 
HST Alternative, contrary to the commenter’s assertion, does not 
“make the commute much easier”.  The accessibility barriers that 
exist between Northern Central Valley housing and Bay Area jobs is 
largely overcome with the highway improvements included in the No 
Project Alternative.  This result means that the Central Valley is an 
attractive housing location for Bay Area and Southern California job 
seekers under all system alternatives.  Simply put, the HST 
Alternative is not expected to lead to a significant increase in 
commute accessibility between Central Valley homes and Bay Area 
or Southern California jobs. 

The commenter quotes from Page H-4 of the technical report in 
questioning the population distribution projections.  However, the 
quote actually refers to influences on densification and development 
patterns, not to influences on net population growth or distribution 
among the counties.  The population distribution projections are 
overwhelmingly influenced by the baseline projections provided by 
the Department of Finance.  Any margin of error within these 
baseline projections would equally affect the population distribution 
projections for each system alternative.  The Draft Program EIR/EIS 
states (page 5-35) that the baseline projections “rely on many 
assumptions related to future conditions and are subject to the same 
uncertainties as any other long-range forecast,” and presents a 
sensitivity analysis of structural changes within these baseline 
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forecasts.  This sensitivity analysis provides the discussion of “margin 
of error” requested by the commenter. 

O047-2 
Recognizing that analysis assumptions such as development 
densities are important considerations in assessing potential growth 
impacts, the Draft Program EIR/EIS analysis used consistent density 
assumptions to assess each system alternative.  These development 
assumptions were taken from the CURBA model; the infill and 
density models within CURBA were validated during development of 
the 2001 California State Housing Plan3.   

The co-lead agencies agree that the future development densities 
found through the CURBA model are higher than the historical 
average and marginal densities reported in the California State 
Housing Plan.  These higher residential densities, which were 
developed and applied consistently for all system alternatives, arise 
for a number a reasons: 

• Contrary to the commenter’s claims, the vast majority of 
population growth within the Central Valley has been and will 
continue to be accommodated in urbanized areas; 

• As noted in Table 3 in the commenter’s submittal, very little 
undeveloped land is still zoned and available for development at 
urbanized densities; and, 

• Several areas have moved aggressively in the last few years to 
encourage or require that future development occur at higher 
densities. 

Looking further at the issue of future growth in rural versus urban 
areas, U.S. Census data (Table 1) indicates that non-urbanized areas 
in the ten Central Valley counties considered in this analysis lost 
population during the 1990s.  In fact, rural population (including 

                                                 
3 Raising the Roof- California Housing Development Projections and 
Constraints 1997-2020. 
 

ranchette development) decreased in eight of the ten counties, with 
overall rural population decreasing by nearly 100,000 people in the 
1990s.  Population within “other urban areas” (i.e. areas that are 
neither rural nor urbanized) also decreased in the six of the ten 
counties and showed a net decrease across all ten counties.  The 
Census data clearly shows that population growth during the 1990s 
occurred overwhelmingly in urbanized areas, and there is no reason 
to believe that this trend will not continue into the future. 

In terms of the availability of developable land, the commenter 
asserts in (Table 3 in Appendix to comments) that over 2.6 million 
acres of land is planned for development in the ten counties.  
However, this same table shows that over 2.2 million acres of this 
land is zoned for rural development, leaving only 400,000 acres as 
currently planned for urban and urbanized development.  Clearly, 
planned and zoned land to accommodate population growth at 
urbanized densities is much more scarce than the commenter 
asserts.  Nonetheless, the analysis undertaken for the Draft Program 
EIR/EIS was not limited to the 400,000 acres that were noted in the 
commenter’s Table 3.  In fact, the CURBA model was run by 
assuming that over 4.4 million acres of land was potentially 
developable within the ten Central Valley Counties4. 

In terms of governmental actions aimed at increasing residential 
densities in the Central Valley, Yolo and Stanislaus Counties have 
specific policies and actions within their general plans that focus on 
preservation of agricultural land.  Also, the Sacramento Area Council 
of Governments (SACOG) recently adopted a Blueprint Scenario to 
guide development over the next 50 years.  The Blueprint Scenario, 
when implemented by the SACOG’s member jurisdictions, would be 
expected to direct a significant portion of new development to 
reinvestment, would nearly double the amount of residential 

                                                 
4 Includes all developable and accessible sites excluding wetlands, prime 
and unique farmlands, and Q3 floodzones.  See Exhibit 13 in Raising the 
Roof- California Housing Development Projections and Constraints 1997-
2020. 
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development occurring as attached or small-lot single family homes, 
and would decrease the growth in the urbanized area by over 
228,000 acres as compared to a base case scenario. 

As noted earlier, the future development densities found through the 
CURBA model are higher than historical average or marginal 
densities in the Central Valley.  Many places in California have 
initially developed at lower densities, but these development 
densities have increased with job growth and decreases in the 
amount of developable land.  For example, Census 2000 reported 
that the Los Angeles and San Francisco urbanized areas have 
population densities of nearly 11 people per acre, which is 
substantially higher than the 8.7 people per acre asserted by the 
commenter.  There is no reason to believe that this historical pattern 
towards increased densification will not continue and spread to the 
Central Valley’s major urbanized areas as growth accelerates in the 
future.  The overall average density for the Central Valley (8.7 
people per acre), which as noted by the commenter is about 18 
percent higher than the 1990 average, is not high by California 
standards, particularly since many Central Valley cities were initially 
built at extremely low densities and skipped over a great deal of 
currently vacant land that was taken out of farming and declared 
“urban” in the FMMP data.  Furthermore, given that densities were 
applied equally across all system alternatives, use of the densities 
asserted by the commenter would lead to no overall difference in 
relative growth patterns between alternatives since the change in 
density assumptions would affect all system alternatives equally. 

The default CURBA assumptions were only modified for two isolated 
situations in the HST Alternative: 

1. For employment densities in a one-mile band around each 
proposed HST station, as noted in Table G.2 of the technical report; 
and, 

2. For population growth within a one-mile band around each 
proposed HST station.  This effect was modeled by slightly 
increasing the “effective infill rate” for new residential development 
in several Central Valley counties, as shown below in Table 2. 

These two modifications were developed based upon consideration 
of relevant research5 and a careful review of development 
experience around high activity intercity rail stations in the United 
States, Japan and Europe.  Details from this review can be found in 
Section 3.3 of the technical report on economic growth effects.6   
These very modest development intensification assumed for the HST 
alternative was based on market forces observed after the 
introduction of high-speed type rail services in the U.S. and 
overseas, and assume no regulatory intervention.  The assumed 
development intensification reflects a reasonable expectation of 
market adjustments after 30+ years of potential growth.   

The commenter asserts that a substantial percentage of the overall 
future Central Valley population growth will occur in rural areas.  
However, as shown in Table 1, this assertion is not supported by 
population changes in the 1990s.  Furthermore, even if the 
commenter’s assertions were true, there is no evidence to suggest 
that the HST Alternative would lead to substantially higher rural 
population growth than the other system alternatives.  Indeed, 
several factors suggest that the HST Alternative would have, at 
most, little or no effect on the extent of rural ranchette 
development: 

• As noted by the commenter, Bay Area and Southern California 
workers are attracted to the low-cost of Central Valley housing.  
However, rural large-lot housing is quite expensive, even in the 
Central Valley, thus destroying the housing cost advantage that 

                                                 
5 See, for example: Cervero, Robert and M. Bernick; Transit Villages in the 
21st Century; McGraw-Hill, 1997; and Cervero, Robert et al; Land-Use and 
Development Impacts of BART, BART at 20 Study; IURD, Monograph 49; 
1995. 
 
6 Economic Growth Effects of the System Alternatives for the Program 
Environmental Impact Report/Environmental Impact Statement – Final 
Report; Cambridge Systematics, Inc.; July 2003.  This report is available 
from the High-Speed Rail Authority, and has been posted on the HSRA 
website since March 29, 2004. 
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the vast majority of long-distance commuters seek in the Central 
Valley. 

• To the degree, if any at all, that the HST alternative may make 
some long-distance commuting more feasible, it will further drive 
up the cost of land, which in turns leads to even smaller lot 
sizes. 

• It is unlikely that a significant number of rural ranchettes would 
be located within a reasonable driving distance of an HST 
station.  Individuals living in outlying ranchettes would be 
unlikely to use HST on a daily basis due to the relatively long 
station access time compared to people residing within an 
urbanized area near an HST station.  The long station access 
time required for a low density ranchette would offset the line 
haul travel time benefit of an HST Alternative.    

• The HST Alternative does nothing to affect several important 
factors, such as school quality or a community’s perceived 
quality of life or municipal services and infrastructure, that are 
integral to an individual’s home buying decisions. 

O047-3 
The Authority and FRA have focused the central valley alignment 
options within or adjacent to existing transportation corridors in 
large part to avoid potential impacts and potential severance of 
farmland properties.  The alignment options identified as preferred 
have greatly minimized potential severance impacts through 
maximizing the use of existing transportation corridors.  While 
quantification of potential area of farmland impact is appropriate at 
the program level through GIS analysis, analysis of potential 
severance issues would require parcel specific details related to 
alignments, identification of property boundaries, and analysis of 
existing access facilities, all of which is more appropriate at the 
subsequent project level of detail. 

Please see standard response 5.2.3 for issues related to water 
supply for new development.  Please also refer to Chapter 6B of the 

Final Program EIR/EIS that discusses transit-oriented development 
measures and development around potential HST station sites. 

O047-4 
Please see standard response 5.2.1 for issues related to mitigation of 
significant indirect impacts. 

Table 1 – 1990 to 2000 Population Change in Central Valley Counties 
Population Change 1990-2000 

County 
Total 

Population 
Urbanize
d Areas 

Other Urban 
Areas Rural Areas 

Fresno 131,917 101,455 42,966 (12,504) 

Kern 118,168 93,520 35,358 (10,710) 

Kings 27,992 - 41,951 (13,959) 

Madera 35,019 58,107 (25,625) 2,537 

Merced 32,151 53,450 (13,389) (7,910) 

Sacramento 182,280 197,013 (10,113) (4,620) 

San Joaquin 82,970 179,732 (85,620) (11,142) 

Stanislaus 76,475 131,992 (42,715) (12,802) 

Tulare 56,100 96,711 (12,301) (28,310) 

Yolo 27,568 15,809 11,223 536 

Central 
Valley Total 

770,640 927,789 (58,265) (98,884) 

Source:  American Fact Finder;  U.S. Census Bureau; Census 2000 
Summary File 1, Table P2 and Census 1990 Summary Tape File 1, Table 
P004. 
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Table 2 – Effective Infill Rates Developed in CURBA Model for Central 
Valley Counties 

Percent of Total Population and Employment Growth 
Occurring as Infill Development 

Between 2002 and 2020 Between 2020 and 2035 

County 

No Project & 
Modal 

Alternatives 

HST 
Alternative 

No Project & 
Modal 

Alternatives 

HST 
Alternative 

Fresno 11.0% 11.1% 14.0% 14.3% 
Kern 11.1% 11.2% 14.0% 14.3% 
Kings 14.0% 14.0% 17.0% 17.0% 
Madera 10.0% 10.0% 14.0% 14.0% 
Merced 14.0% 14.1% 16.0% 16.3% 
San Joaquin 18.0% 18.2% 24.0% 24.5% 
Stanislaus 45.0% 45.5% 14.5% 14.8% 
Tulare 13.0% 13.1% 15.0% 15.3% 
Yolo 40.0% 40.0% 20.3% 20.3% 
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Response to Comments of Liz O’Donoghue, Amtrak Planning, National Railroad Passenger Corporation,  
August 31, 2004 (Letter O048) 

O048-1   

Acknowledged. 

O048-2   

Acknowledged. 

O048-3   

Acknowledged.  The Authority has identified a HST system, which 
would compliment and have a high level of connectivity with 
conventional intercity rail services.  The Authority concurs that 
conventional and HST services should coordinate schedules and 
operations to maximize ridership and revenue, and provide the 
greatest ease of use for the passenger.  However, in order to meet 
the purpose and need of the HST project, the Authority has 
identified the HST system must be capable of maximum speeds of at 
least 200 mph (see Program EIR/EIS pages 2-23, 2-24, 2-27 & 2-
28).  The Authority has concluded that while the HST system could 
share tracks at reduced speeds with other services in some heavily 
urbanized areas, “a completely dedicated train technology using 
separate track/guideway would be required on the majority of the 
proposed system” (page 2-28).  Heavy, conventional, non-electric 
intercity services are not compatible with the much faster (220 mph 
assumed maximum speed) and very frequent HST service where the 
HST trains are operating at high-speeds.  Also, trains crossing the 
mountain crossings must negotiate steep gradients, up to 3.5%, in 
order to avoid crossing major faults such as the Garlock and San 
Andreas in tunnel – which exceed the capabilities of conventional rail 
equipment. 

O048-4   
Acknowledged.  The Authority and the FRA appreciate Amtrak’s 
cooperation, willingness to share data collected, and participation 

throughout this program EIR/EIS process.  Please see response to 
Comment O048-3. 
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